Psychoactive Plants 
in Tantric Buddhism 


Cannabis and Datura 
hy B.C. Parker and Lux 


This article represents a fairly 
comprehensive survey of references 10 
‘dara cana in -Tietan arc 
‘Buddhist txts that have been translated 
into English. The online version includes 
‘more Thetan and Sansrit tanstiteratons, 
links references ares, and additional 
related material See Erowidongfetracte/ 
Inb4fantea. The auwhors wish to thank 
Professor David B Gray and Professor 
Geoprey Samuel 
‘and many helpfidsnggestions 

Since the beginning of modern 
iscourse about psychedelicsin American 
intellectual eultre, seminal authors have 
noted parallels hetween prychedetic 
experiences and contemplative practices of 
Asa. Ins 1954 essay The Doors 
‘of Perception, Adds Huxley 
likened his expe 
mescaline to the insights 
precipitated by yoga 
And meditation. Author 
R. Gordon Wasson went 
further. arguing that some 
spiritual disciplines of toda 
muy be intended to evoke an 
experince that was originally 
catheogenic in nature 

By the late 1960s 
counterculture toric 
strongly associated 
psychedelies 
and. Eastern 
mysticism. Alan 
Watts tackled 
the topic in his 
1962 00k The 


Joyous Cosmology; Timthy Leary, Ram 
Dass, and Ralph Metzner later wrote 
fulde to psychedelic experiences based 
fon the fourcenth-century tantric manual 
Bando Tikdol, the socalled Tibetan Book 
ofthe Dead. 

Psychedelic experience 
and Eastern meditation 
have become so intertwined 
in Western culture that 
their roots are difficult to 
disentangle. Fortunately, in 
recent years several thought 
book chapters and articles 
hhuye appeared examining the complex 
clatonship betwen the explosion of 
psychedelic counterculture and the con 
‘emporancous popularization of Buddhism 

in the United States in the 1950s and 
1060s. 
‘Unfortunately. the history 
of psychoactive plant use by 
Budhistsinsiahasintheen 
tuldressed with comparable 
rigor. Ahough interesting 
speculative work has been 
‘riven onthe subject. 
Facusd analysis ofexplicit 
textual evidence has not 
heen published. Over 
the last few decades, 


university religious 
studies departments 
hhave produced 
translations 

of Buddhist 
tantric texts of 
unprecedented 


Psychedelic experience 
Eastern n 

so intertwined [ 
are dil 


Use in Indo-Tibetan Esoteric Buddhism 


quality. providing ample material for an 
examination of psychoactive plant use by 
Buddhists in Asia. Ths article considers 
some ofthe evidence with espectto antic 
‘Buddhism in dia and Tibet, focusing on 
the use of cannabis and data 


and 
editation have become 
J that their roots 
ult to disentagle. 


Tantrie Buddhism 

‘The term “tantra” refers tn a great 
many religions practices and belies. 
Wis s0 difficult to define, that some 
religious historians argue the word has 
line meaning other than to mark exreme 
for taboo practices." The Sanskrit word 
tnd its Tibetan equivalent xyad) refer 
the text that form the scriptural basis for 
the religious movement, and also mean 
cantinuum’ of “neg 

Despite the difficulty in pinning 
down the tem, different tantric lineages 
generally share some 
Practices and scriplures are often secret, 
with instuctions given in private by 
teachers to students with whom they 
have conscerated formal guritisciple 
relationship. Many tantric practices 
‘must he authorized by empowerment 
cetemonies, which sometimes last for 
days of weeks and muy carry lifelong 
prictice commitments at « conition of 
receiving then. 
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Most tantric scriptures ate practce- 
coviented texts associated with specific 
deities. Tantric meditation and ritual 
‘often involve complex visualizations of 
these deities so much so that the Tibetan 
polymath Tsong Khapa (1387-1419) 
proposed “deity yoga" as the defining 
characteristic of tantra.” Many tantsic 
‘yoga ae intended to elicit extraordinary 
States of consciousness, including sexual 
‘yoga with real o visualized partners and 
nergy yous that manipulate boy Beat 
respiration, or deeaming 

“The coacepoftntraasa sex postive 
religion devoted to embracing the material 
‘word isa moder construction tha bears 
lite resemblance tothe historical tantric 
practices and beliefs of Asia." 

“Tamra began to take shape as amajor 
‘eligioas movement in India between the 
sixth and ninth centuries CE.” Many 
ofthe extant tantric texts were written in 
these years and the movement reached 
Peal that lasted several centuries, Most 
tuntras were composed in Sanskrit in 
India and Central Asia, and many were 
‘eventually exported to China and Tibet 

Daring 950-1200 CE, Thetunderwent 
4 period of upheaval followed by a 

renaissance”, ia which the old Tibetan 

cemipire collapsed and reorganized into 
society ruled by a complex network 
of powerful clans and religious inttu- 
‘ions."" During this renaissance, enormous 
resources and labor were devoted to 
painstakingly translating Buddbist 
Sctiptures from Sanskrit into Tibetan, 
‘The Tibetan writen language had been 
developed during the seventh century by 8 
comaitee of religions scholar specifically 
for the purpose of translating teripures 
from Sanskrit." Many Buddhist tanas 
‘hat are losin ther original Sanskrit forms 
sil exist ia the Titan scriptural canon 


Why Look to Tantra? 

“There are several reasons 10 look to 
tantra for psychoactive substance use in 
pre-moders Buddhist Asia. The fist and 
‘os importants tht non-tantre monastic 
Budhismisfarlesstoleranto violations of 
serpnural precepts than atric Buddhism 
Buudha’s injunction against consuming 
intoxicants precludes the open use of 
Pavchouetive substances by members of 
{he Buddhist monastic establishment. In 
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contrat, tantic Buddhism ean 
allow for, and even applaud, 
shocking uansgressionsasa sign 
thatthe youi has transcended 
ordinary pattrns of valuation 
and behavior, 

While son-tantric Buddhist 
practice was overwhelmingly 
{he purview of ordained monks 
and nuns in medieval India, the 
tari, or prtitioner of tanta, 
was offen layperson, 

‘A mainstay of tantric 
literature is the siddha, 
sorcerer-ike yogi who achieves 
textraonlinary powers such as 
fight or psychic abilities through 

ious practice, Unlike the 
Inert monk quel secking 
liberation behind monastery 
walls, the sidha expresses 
spiritual attainment in the wold. 
In their biographies, tantric 
sha often commit outrageous 
acts of apparently reckless violence, 
‘consumption of intoxicants. or sexual 
conduct.” In one famous legend, the 
‘guru Hadi of the Nath sid lineage 
is said to have broken a five-year fast 
by consuming enormous quantities of 
hemp. Stychnos mu-vomiea (Kula, the 
“trychnine tee"). and dtu." 

Tm dition o accommodating the use 
‘of psychoactive, tantric texts sometimes 
include encyclopedic instructions for 
the use of medicinal plans. Ayurvedic 
medicine and yoga are to important 
ntevedentsto ana," and those disciplines 
provide a template fer simultaneously 
Aeveloping both body and mind in the 
service of liberation.” This 
holistic apprnac to spiritual, 


Datura in Buddhist Tantra 

Both Datu strumonin and Datura 
mete are well-documented in nia and 
Tibet. In Sanskrit datura is known as 
atta, while ia Tibetan the plan is da 
dtu ra. Datura’ effects were described 
in several ayurvedic materia medica 
1 is mentioned in the Kamasitra (ca 
4th-6th century CE), which says: "It 
food be mixed with the fruit of the thom 
apple (dathura) it causes intoxication." 
Walso advises aman to anoint his penis 
swith Honey ified with datura and long 
Peppers (pippal = Piper lungum) before 
etal intercourse t0 make his partner 
sujet to his wil" 


prcticeispreseredinseverst [...] tantric siddhas often commit 
{important Buddhist tantras outrageous acts of apparently 
in which physical, menul, reckless violence, consumption of 
tnd spiritual ailments form intoxicants, or sexual conduct. 


single complex of related 
‘Concer that must be treated 

fn tandem. ‘This approach is an easy 
thetorical ft with pre-tantric Buddhist, 
fctiplures, which sometimes descrite 
Buddha asa doctor and suffering as an 
illness. Consequently. some Buddhist 
tantra include compentious information 
shout medicinal plans, including cannabis 
fd data 


Datura is associated with several 
indy and Buddhist deities. Vimana 
Purana, s pre-moder devotional text 
dedicated wo Vishnu (date unknown), tells 
‘hat dauura spouted from the chest of the 
god Siva." Is flowers are sometimes used 
1s ceremonial offerings—s practice that 
contin to his dy in Nepal. * Wrath 


7 


eis in tantric Buddhism are sid to be to ease enemies to go insane to destoy (Azadirachta indica) and Datura juice 


fond of datura," which issometimes used their wealth rt dive them away using a pen made froma raven feather or 
asasitualofferingtoplacaethese dees." The Gullyasamaja Tantra (ca. 8th from human bone" 
References to datura in the pre-cleventh century CE) is generally considered one This tantra also proves instructions 


fexn she age cn behalf ofan Gh Ths ey spre decir he talc ghely bea rguip eee 

cnc by sor! schol, Dawn i may Sete aga ls 
This compound “becomes an jauruslyeCutpe sto Fe eet 
Sintment for the eyes. Afler lictetecamiimn= [fie fnsilone] ute ete 
applying lt one revelves.aralind Joie Gulwemaje Ten, Sl ing wh ma 
and around like a bee.” Buddha Vajradhara gives sgersitin fod or drink. Herecites 


the destruction of 


“The peychoactive effects of daturs 


Ivclong sn ecopased in Tie. Te ‘Aang an image of he enemy, within seven dys 

‘gous aur Suchen Kanga Nyigpo Yh ME ACen ahd Wis and edesoy we 

| itor td acdmnnpcr asad wrathfully burn it in a fire of Then if, wanting to turn wealth into 
usr how oursesescanbe dons. Heo and cea the Bulbs pve Te prom = hanes 
ain: “When dare [1 teh i ceainiy pik (1 So he eich frings ig in 
appearances manifest as yellow’ THE aid black mastard-sceds, sal, i 1 ie of cotton using Duara eit, 
shied Dexdrap Chen Rinpoche (1865-1928), on ‘and tharmapple [datura, (chat wealth) wit! indeed become 
‘Titctan salary compares acy 

Your, compares acryp these are taught as the supreme tifing,”* 


nectar rendering Uberation” to the power 
fof datura. He writes, *[Hf one takes Datura was sometimes included 
the nectar by itself the [subtle body] Similarly, dhe Catrasenrsra Titra in ritual fire offerings that may have 
will receive blessings spontaneously (ca. late Sth century CE) is highly produced psychoactive smoke. A 
and excellent accomplishments will be  yenerited in Tibet to ths day. Iestates; Key eleventh century commentary on 
achieved, lik being ifosicatedhyalcobal "Shout well-equipoisedoneimmolate the Kalachakra Tantra by Pundarikx 
[huand being deluded with visions by mustard ol with crows’ wings and [the describes: "When the oblation 


sdesuoyers ofall the Buddhas. 


Datura or thorn applet... vitim’s nam} in a datura fie, he will is offered in the octagonal pot. [on 
Datura intoxication may have been inumedistely be expelled or killed” a fire made with arkr faggots, with 
widespread in siddha culture, In Indian The Cakrasanara Tantra also tells thors-apples [datura] and kusuniadyas 
Exoteric Buddhion, Ronald M, Davidson that «tantra can deve an enemy insane offered into the fire, it accomplishes 
observes using magical implements, including a stupefactions [of the enemy] [.."-" 
chirnelgroundclothboundaroundthe "ive Arkrhas heen idemiied as milkweed and 


[Miany’of the sidithe scriptures 
discuss olatments and drugs 
especially those applied to the 
eyesor feet, The use ofthe various 
species of daturs (especially 
[Datura metell) is particularly 
evident, Sometimes termed the 
erazy datura™(unnattaatturay 
oe "Sions data” it was generally 
employed as a narcotic paste oe a+ 
‘wond ina fire ceremony and could 
be easily absorbed through the skin 
othe lungs." 


{ntosicants”. The Tibetan commentator usuadyas as Assyrian 
‘Badin Rinchen Drup explains tht “five plum. 
‘moans refers to the root, stem aves, 
flower, nd fat ofthe dtu plant™—all of 
‘which contain prychoactiv alkaloids. In 
nother reference to dtr. the tanta cams 
that immolating “one hundred and eight 
olden fruits” (konakaphal, explicate as 
"data fri” by the commentator 
Sayabhadra) wil allow one to 
‘become insubstantial 

“The Vajramababhairaca 
Tantra(ea. 1thcentury CE) contains 
“The use of daturt in various sites is instructions for killing an enemy saying 
prescribed hy a numberof seminal tanias thatthe practitioner should perform atte: 
{hatexered a profound infuenceon Indian “naked, with disheveled hairand facing 
and Tibetan religious culure. Most of south, daw the siteen-section whee! of 
the known datura references pertain to Vajramiahabhaineos |... om a shroud! in 
magico-eligious rites of ack intended venom, blood, salt, black mustard, nim 
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‘The Mahala Tantra (ca, 8h-120h 
century CE) contains extensive mater 
‘medica and magical instructions. In 
chapter twelve, "On Ointments”, it 
insuets practitioners to harvest dturs 
and two other plants, and mi them with 
the bile of a blick eat and honey. ‘This 
‘compound "becomes an ointment for 
the eyes. Afler applying it one revolves 
round and around like a he" 

Th similar vein, tanta historian 
Ronald Davidson notes that the use 
of datura in tantric rituals “may have 
Something wo do wih thesia fascination 
with flying or peshaps inform|s] their 
iconography, for a common report from 
the use ofdatura is the sensation of aerial 
transport othe feeling of being hal-man 
and balf-snial."™ 

‘The Mahaksla Tantra also offers 
instructions to tind lost treasure by 
creating magical pill that includes 
dura 


After having ground the following 
medicines one should make pls 
the sed grain af body, the sed 
of sesbana, the juice ofthe leaf of 
the waved-eaf ig tee the juice of 
Viltarsia cristata the powder of 
the regurgitation of cow, the juice 
of Sisw'simoricant [= datura the 
julie ofthe root ofthe wormseed 
nd onion leaf together with the 
bile of a snake and honey which 
has been kept under the ground 
‘When to days [have] gone by at 
‘cool time (ofthe day) one should 
snoint (the eyes) and one will see 
sole inthe ground." 


“The fourth chapter of Kygna-ymar 
(ca, 10th century) gives instructions for 
4 wratfulvtual visualization in which 
the yogi makes "the index finger red with 
the resins from the thorn-appe eaves and 
also the seeds of [datural" 


‘Cannabis in Buddhist Tantra 

Like datura, cannabis has & long 
history in Asia, Scholars have argued that 
‘cannabis may have been first cultivated in 
(China in Neolithic times?” and the plant 
thas been well-known throughout India, 
"Nepal, and Tibet foe millenia. Cannabis 
is referred to in the Visas as “sousce of 
Ihappiness” and "liberator". 
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ESchaanel 


Cannabis Drawing, tom Marijuana Medicine by Rataeh 


Pertups the eatliest-known literary 
reference to cannabis appear inthe Hinds 
scripture Satspatha Bralmana (ca. 800 
[BCE).” Cannabis also ppearsinanearly 
‘medicinal work, the Sushrute Sambita 
(rite sometime between 400 BCE and 
(600 CE) as an antiphlegmati.”” In early 
works of Ayurveda, cannabis is said to 
ncreasegasti Bre i. digestion and 
appetite.” Vangasena’s Compendium 
ofthe Essence of Medicine. un eleventh- 
century Bengali medicinal text, describes 
‘cannabis (Banga as "a drug ike opium” 
and prescrbesit asa medicine to enhance 
Tongevity." 

Like datura, cannabis has been 
prominently associated with the Hindu 
sod Siva since ancient times. Cannabis 
plays an important role in some Hinda 
‘anu lineages. where it may have been 
used during tanie rites 
tehelpadepts overcome 


‘Buddha says that drinking wine without 
having consumed cannabis “cannot 
produce real costasy"." In this context 
cosas)" isatechnicaltermdeseribing the 
experience of bliss caused by particular 
yogic achievements, and an important 
Step in becoming enlightened, 
‘Cannabis serves a magica-medic: 
inal function in several major tantra. 
Including its datura references deseribed 
above, much of the Mahakala Tantra 
concerns the search for the “perfect 
medicine”, a psycho-spsitual elixir that 
‘wll wansform the body and mind in the 
service of liberation.” This lineage extols 
the use of medicinal herbs (ausahi) to 
achieve “attainments” or “powers” 
Fomy-two of the Maltkala Tata's 
fifty chapters include formulas for using 
medicinal plants, and many of these 


their aversion: to. Like datura, cannabis has been 
‘aboo-breaking religious prominently associated with the Hindu 


practices." 


Mahayana tradition 
Buddha is said to have 

subsist for six years of ascetic practice 
‘on nothing hut bemyp seeds." 

“Tantra scholar David Gordon White 
fates that cannabis use was a widespread 
part of the influential Nath siddha 
lineage." Additionally be notes that in 
the Buddhist Tint Tatra, cannabis i 
“essential to ecsasy"."" In that tantra, 


Inthe god Shiva since ancient ti 


plants are psychoactive. A partial list, 
Includes plats that have been identi 
‘Acoruscatams, Areca catechy, Artemisia 
‘pp. Cannabis sativa, Cinnamomum 
cumphora, Datura metel, Myrissica 
Jragrans, Nelunbo nucifera, Peganum 
hharmala, aod Valeriana walichil. The 
Plants are employed to attain health 


Cannabis & Sexual Tantra 


Anthropologist Christian Ratsch has 
‘argued that cannabis s used in tantric 
‘sexual yora, pointing out centuries of 
‘eliefabout its sexual effects in Asia 
However, because Ratsch focuses on. 
‘the Hindu/Buddhist syncretic tantric 
‘culture of Nepal, relying on Hindu 
‘sources for textual support," the 
relevance of his findings to historical 
‘Buddhist tantra is unclear. 


wealth, wisdom, and supematual powers 
suchas seing underground an fying. 

“These formulas include cannabis ia 
seven diferent forms, including leaves, 
resin, and other plant material." Given 
that these cannabis product ae included 
inthe “perfect medicine” formals of the 
‘Mahala Tantra, cannabis may perhaps 
bbe considered a significant part ofthis 
tantric lineage 

“The Cakrnsaorours Tantra (described 


Discussion 
‘While ample textual evidence 
‘exists to establish that cannabis 
land datura have appeared in some 
Buddhist tanteas, 
importance placed on peychoactve 
plants in Buddhism remains aa 
‘open question. In his discussion 
of psychoactive plants in the 
‘Malaka Tantr, William George 
Stublein argues thatthe use of 
yehoactve plants in Buddhism 
may constitute an entheogenic 
tradition, writing: 


To the extent that the 
[Mahtkala Tantra] speaks 
foriselftisclearthat what we 
ae calling Tantric medicine 
includes pharmacologically 
induced experiencesthat could 
indeed be called religious 
This muy indicate a unique 
transmission of Buddhist 
Tantra tht is not unlike the 
psychedelic phenomenon in 
the New World shamanism 
tnd he Veli it, "| 


‘While itis natural to assume that any 
ritual involving datura or cannabis would 
‘capitalize on the plants" psychoactvity 
bath plants Were asociated with important 
deities for many centuries before any 
tantras were writen, They may have 
‘een Value for their symbolic importance 
rather than fr thie effects. 
nthe case of datura, many of the 
references do not clearly 
eet the yout ingest the 


[Buddha says that drinking wine plant material, For example, 
without having consumed cannabis the Gulyasamaja Tantra, 
“cannot produce real ecstasy”. the Cakrasancara Tantra, 


in the datura section above) also 
emphasizes the magico-medical role 
fof cannabis, stating that a mixture of 
‘compounds including cannabis will help 
fone “become a yorin who does what he 
pleases and stays anywhere whatsoever"™ 
“The translator notes that all he plants in 
this recipe are edible, and this forma 
‘muy therefore refer tothe preparation of 
material for oral consumption, possibly 
as siddhi- pills 
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and the Vimalaprabha of 

Pundarths tell that datars 
{sto be burned. While itis possible 
tha the smoke from such a fire would 
bbe psychnactive if inhaled, it may not 
have ben part of the ritual to inl the 
smoke, 

Ronald Davidson claims that the 
smoke of datura fre offerings was indeed 
psychoactive, saying datura "Was generally 
employes as a narcotic paste oF as wood 
{in fire ceremony and could be easily 
absorbed tough the skin or the hungs"™ 
In support of this position, itis worth 


noting that Gustay Schenk described 
experiencing profound psychoactive 
effects after inhaling smoke from an 
unknown numberof henhane sceds, which 
contain some of the same psychoactive 
alkaloids as datura, although in lesser 
concentrations.” Schenk also describes 
datura smoke as psychoactive.” 

“Thetis ext evdence that daturas 
psychoactive effects may have played & 
atin some tanticrituals, The Mahal 
Tantra says the yogi who applies a daura 
inment wil "revolve ikea bee", Parts 
ff the datura plant are referred to in 
the Cakrasanicara Tantra as "the five 
intoxicants”. The Vajramahabhairaoa 
‘Tontramay be saying that if you put dtr 
In Someone’s food, they will go insane 

‘Were psychoactive plants regarded 
as belpfil for achieving liberation? The 
‘Tara Tanto scemsto say so: the scripture 
quotes Buda assaying hat wine without 
cannabis will not produce “ecstasy 
1 key attainment in the technique of 
subde energy yoga tha it describes.” 
However, the Tart Tanta is a relatively 
‘minor seriptre and di not exer strong 
inflacace on Buddhist eligios cultare 

“The value placed on psychoactive 
plants i less clear inthe more important 
Tanta, The datura references found ia the 
Gulayasemaja and Cakrasameara Tatras 
pertain to mapico-eligious rites that may 
be useful, but would probably aot be 
considered essential tothe attainment of 
lineation by most Buddhist. 

Geoffrey Samuel, author of several 
books and essays on Buddhist religious 
culture, suggests hat theus of psychoactive 
plants in the Indian site cultural mew 
may have been similar to current use 
dbserved among modem itinerant ascetics 
(sadhus) in Asia. Such use has been 
Alocumented throughout the Himalayas, 
‘were the plants ae consumed hy sas 
fora variety of goals. including healing, 
feereation, and yoga." Given its lange 
umber of applications, it may indcel he 
that cannabis was regarded by sais and 
siddhas of medieval Inia a useful oo 

‘The Stablein thesis thit a strong 
parallel exists between psychoactive 
Plant use in Tibet and in New World 
fntheo-shamanism, however, appears 10 
go beyond the available evidence. While 
Psychoactive plants appear in Tibetan 
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recipes for alchemical elixirs and sacred 
medicines, Samuel proposes that such 
tse was "no aiming a the more dramatic 
transformations of consciousness with 
‘which we are familiar when looking atthe 
tse of enhogens in oer cultures" 
yea inthe paradigmatic enheogen- 
using trations of Meso- and South 
‘America, it can he difficult to make a 
‘lear distinction between "wordly” and 
“spiritual” use, Ayahuasea in South 
America and psilocyhia-containing 
‘mushrooms in Mexico have been used 
to treat illnesses and perform magical 
feats such a locating lst objeets—does 
this disqualify the traditions from being 
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